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Sandwich Story Methodology: 
 A New Approach to Teaching English to Chinese 
Children 
研 究 生  王 建 荣  指 导 教 师  纪 玉 华 副 教 授 
 
This thesis introduces a brand-new English teaching method for child 
learners in China: sandwich story methodology (SSM).  It explores this method 
from several aspects including  the rationale, the range of application, the 
operational techniques, and the history of its development.  As this method pays 
much attention to children s characteristics as foreign language learners and 
strives to make full use of these characteristics, it is of great value to foreign 
language teaching researchers and practitioners in China.  Also, its 
effectiveness in foreign language classrooms will bring enormous benefit to the 
young foreign language learners in China in aspects other than English.  The 
w h o l e  t h e s i s  i s  c o m p o s e d  o f  s e v e n  c h a p t e r s .  
Chapter One offers some information on the background of the study on 
SSM, a discussion of the scope and purpose of this study, an explanation of the 
research methodology as well as a discussion of definitions of some terms used 
in the thesis.  In this chapter, both the current situation of foreign language 
teaching and the general description of SSM are made clear to the readers.  
Chapter Two goes over the development of studies on foreign language 
teaching and learning and some representative theories, hypotheses and models 
in the course of development.  From this retrospect, some factors that are 
d e c i s i v e  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s  i n  f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g  a r e  o u t l i n e d .    
Chapter Three takes the factors listed in Chapter Two as the basis and 
discusses children s peculiarities as foreign language learners.  Since 
children are much less developed in many aspects such as cognition, learning 
strategies, etc., the foreign language teaching methods for children must also 
be modified until they fit for these features of children.  They must be 
a t t r a c t i v e  a n d  c o m p r e h e n s i b l e  t o  l e a r n e r s  a n d  e a s y  t o  f o l l o w  w i t h .    













requirements for teaching children English.  For the advantages of storytelling 
in motivating learning, building learning on the basis of past experiences and 
knowledge, and providing clear-cut structures for learners to follow with, it 
i s  t h o u g h t  a s  a n  i d e a l  t o o l  f o r  t e a c h i n g  c h i l d r e n  E n g l i s h .  
Chapter Five explains the reason for using mother tongue in sandwich 
stories.  The use of mother tongue as the contexts for introducing foreign 
language items is an effective solution to the conflict between learners  
interest and the comprehensibility of foreign language input.  It enables 
children to learn foreign language in a natural and unconscious way when enjoying 
i n t e r e s t i n g  s t o r i e s .  
Chapter Six demonstrates the specific techniques that can be used in 
teaching with SSM.  It covers the requirements for making sandwich stories, the 
art of storytelling and the follow-up activities that can be applied in SSM class.   
At the end of this chapter, there is the introduction of authentic English story 
teaching, which is utilized after children have crossed the bridge of SSM in 
f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g .  
Chapter Seven is a brief review of the history of SSM.  It provides a 
d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  S S M  i n  f i v e  s t a g e s .    
In the conclusion part of this thesis, the author points out some 
limitations of SSM and the way to avoid the affect of these limitations.   
 
K e y  w o r d s : foreign language teachingchild English learner




This thesis introduces a brand-new English teaching method for child 
learners in China: sandwich story methodology (SSM).  It explores this method 
from several aspects including the rationale, the range of application, the 
operational techniques, and the history of its development.  As this method pays 
much attention to children ’s characteristics as foreign language learners and 
strives to make full use of these characteristics, it is of great value to foreign 
language teaching researchers and practitioners in China.  Also, its 
effectiveness in foreign language classrooms will bring enormous benefit t o the 
young foreign language learners in China in aspects other than English.  The 
w h o l e  t h e s i s  i s  c o m p o s e d  o f  s e v e n  c h a p t e r s .  
Chapter One offers some information on the background of the study on 
SSM, a discussion of the scope and purpose of this study, a n explanation of the 
research methodology as well as a discussion of definitions of some terms used 
in the thesis.  In this chapter, both the current situation of foreign language 













Chapter Two goes over the development of studies on foreign language 
teaching and learning and some representative theories, hypotheses and models 
in the course of development.  From this retrospect, some factors that are 
d e c i s i v e  t o  t h e  s u c c e s s  i n  f o r e i g n  language learning are outlined.   
Chapter Three takes the factors listed in Chapter Two as the basis and 
discusses children ’s peculiarities as foreign language learners.  Since 
children are much less developed in many aspects such as cognition, learning 
strategies, etc., the foreign language teaching methods for children must also 
be modified until they fit for these features of children.  They must be 
a t t r a c t i v e  a n d  c o m p r e h e n s i b l e  t o  l e a r n e r s  a n d  e a s y  t o  f o l l o w  w i t h .    
Chapter Four presents storytelling as  an example that meets the special 
requirements for teaching children English.  For the advantages of storytelling 
in motivating learning, building learning on the basis of past experiences and 
knowledge, and providing clear-cut structures for learners to follow with, it 
i s  t h o u g h t  a s  a n  i d e a l  t o o l  f o r  t e a c h i n g  c h i l d r e n  E n g l i s h .  
Chapter Five explains the reason for using mother tongue in sandwich 
stories.  The use of mother tongue as the contexts for introducing foreign 
language items is an effective soluti on to the conflict between learners ’ 
interest and the comprehensibility of foreign language input.  It enables 
children to learn foreign language in a natural and unconscious way when enjoying 
i n t e r e s t i n g  s t o r i e s .  
Chapter Six demonstrates the specific tech niques that can be used in 
teaching with SSM.  It covers the requirements for making sandwich stories, the 
art of storytelling and the follow-up activities that can be applied in SSM class.   
At the end of this chapter, there is the introduction of authent ic English story 
teaching, which is utilized after children have crossed the bridge of SSM in 
f o r e i g n  l a n g u a g e  l e a r n i n g .  
Chapter Seven is a brief review of the history of SSM.  It provides a 
d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  S S M  i n  f i v e  s t a g e s .    
In the conclusion part of this thesis, the author points out some 
limitations of SSM and the way to avoid the affect of these limitations.   
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1.1 Background of This Study 
The teaching of English as a foreign language (TEFL) to children in China is only 
a recent development of about twenty years. As China is becoming more and more 
open to the rest of world, TEFL to children is also experiencing an astonishing 
expansion, especially in the coastal area. The latest statistics released by the Foreign 
Language Teaching Committee of the Institute of Chinese Education show that there 
are approximately five million primary school students learning English as a foreign 
language (EFL) at school (Zhang, 1998, p.  27). The number of primary schools and 
kindergartens that teach English is growing rapidly. Greater importance has is being 
attached to the teaching of English to children by the national and local authorities. 
But in sharp contrast with this momentum for growth, the current landscapes in this 
field are far from satisfactory. 
First, most of the research on TEFL to children has been devoted
 to the introduction of theories, methods and textbooks from abroad, w
hereas little has been achieved in developing theories, methods and tex
tbooks  that fit well into the context of EFL teaching and learning in Ch
ina (Zhang, 1998, p.  27). Applied linguistic studies in the cross-cultura
l context have confirmed that learners from different cultures must be t
reated differently since they are different, subtly or significantly, in thin
king patterns, learning styles, and in some cases, personalities.  As it i
s Chinese people, not foreigners, who teach and learn English in a Chi
nese context, mere ly introducing and applying foreign theories and met
hods is of limited significance. What needs to be done with urgency at
 present is to adapt foreign theories and methods to the realities of T
EFL to Children in China. 
Second, as far as the existing methods of TEFL to children are concerned, 
most of them fail to distinguish children from adults and are, to some degree, 













for example. There are scores of them available in China, but the majority of 
them are simplified versions of those for EFL adults.  They contain massive 
explanations and exercises on grammatical rules, a great deal of situational 
dialogues (such as those to be used when going shopping in an English 
context), and problem-solving tasks (such as those involving booking a hotel 
room). To children aged four to eleven, these sound meaningless or even 
ridiculous. The main reason for EFL textbook writers’ failure to distinguish 
children from adults is that traditionally child learners have been studied 
mostly for first language acquisition research. And most of the theories and 
methods for foreign language learning were developed out of observations of 
and experiments with adult learners.  Thus, almost all the existent methods 
of TEFL for children are characterized by teacher-centeredness, treating 
children as adults, and paying little attention to the cognitive, psychological 
and many other characteristics peculiar to children.  
In a word, children as a special group of learners are different from 
adults in many aspects, including cognitive level, first language proficiency, 
life experience, learning motivation, and so on. Therefore, developing 
alternative, more effective approaches, which take all these differences into 
account to teaching English as a foreign language to Chinese children, is 
becoming the most urgent task for researchers and practitioners in this field.  
1.2 Scope and Purpose of This Study 
In response to the current TEFL situation in China, this thesis is devoted 
to the introduction and exposition of a new teaching methodology for young 
child EFL learners, i.e. sandwich story methodology (SSM).  A sandwich story 
is a story written or told in both the mother tongue of the learners concerned 
and the target language, the proportion of the two languages being decided 
by learners’ level of proficiency in the foreign language with the latter 
embedded in the former (Ji, 1998b; 1999; 2000).  For example, the sandwich 
version of the story of “The Three Little Pigs” contains a passage that reads as 
follows: (the boldfaced parts represent words in the form of Chinese phonetic 
transcription alphabet Hanyu Pinyin) 
 “Jiu Zai San Zhi little pigs Ge Zi Ba  house Dou Gai 
Hao Le De Di Er Tian, Big Wolf Jiu Chu Lai Le.  Big 
Wolf  Lai Dao Di Yi Zhi  little pig Gai De Dao Cao house 
Qian, Bang Bang Bang Di Qiao Qi Men Lai, ‘Little Pig, 













Dao Cao house Li, Xia De Hun Shen Fa Dou, ‘ No, no, 
Wo Jue Bu Gei Ni open the door.’” (Ji, 1998a)  
Practitioners of SSM are more storytellers than in the common sense of 
the word. They impart knowledge of the foreign language to their students in 
the natural way of telling or dramatizing stories.  Skills required of them 
include not only the basic skills of teaching but also skills of introducing the 
target language items in a vivid and dramatic manner and enabling their 
students to retain them with various stories. And learners, mainly children in 
this context of study, do not acquire the foreign language by memorizing 
individual, decontextualized linguistic items the teacher introduces to them in 
a certain order. Instead, they acquire it by listening to interesting stories and 
retaining the embedded items of the target language in a meaningful, natural 
and interesting way. 
SSM is particularly effective for foreign language beginners, especially 
young children, whose foreign language proficiency is rather low and whose 
writing and reading abilities are not yet developed. Children of different ages, 
from four to twelve, can benefit from SSM. It has been proved effective after 
years of experiments in kindergartens and primary schools. It could also be 
used to teach students learning foreign languages other than English, and to 
teach adults to learn to read in a foreign language. 
The present thesis has three objectives.  First, it aims to introduce SSM 
as comprehensively as possible, with a view to providing a new teaching 
methodology to TEFL researchers and practitioners in China for reference.  
Secondly, SSM is sometimes regarded as “outlandish” methodology by some 
critics (Burling, 1968; 1978; 1982), and is thought to be ineffective in some 
cases, so the writer also hopes to reduce the misunderstanding of SSM as 
much as possible. Thirdly, this introduction of an alternative teaching 
methodology is also intended to stimulate interest in carrying out more 
innovative experiments and researches in the field of TEFL to Chinese 
children.    
1.3 Definition and Discussion of Some of the 
Terminology Used in This Thesis 
In this thesis, terms such as “second language”, “foreign language”, “language 
learning”, and “language acquisition” are frequently used.  As they are often 













possible misunderstandings and confusions by defining and discussing these terms 
before any detailed discussion take place.  Five terms, which are of critical 
importance throughout the thesis, are explained in the following pages. 
1.3.1 English as a Second Language (ESL) and English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) 
 
Both second language acquisition and foreign language learning are 
distinguished from primary language acquisition and are called non-primary 
language acquisition (Lamendella, 1977, pp.   55-96). In most cases, second 
language and foreign language are used synonymously to mean non-native 
language, but in certain cases, a conceptual distinction is drawn in the use of 
“second” and “foreign”. They are differentiated according to the settings for 
acquisition. A foreign language is learned in a traditional formal classroom 
setting while a second language is learned in a real-world naturalistic setting. 
In other words, ESL refers to English, as a non-native language, learnt and 
used within one country, while EFL is that learnt and used with reference to a 
speech community outside national or territorial boundaries (Stern, 1983, p.  
16). For example, a Chinese person learns English as a second language in the 
United States where English is used outside the classroom, whereas he or she 
learns it as a foreign language in China where it is seldom used in daily 
communication.  Consequently, it is safe to assume that learners of EFL are 
exposed to communications carried out in English much less frequently than 
learners of ESL. Because of lack of environmental support, EFL learners 
usually require more formal instructions and other measures in learning. 
Differently as they were defined, ESL and EFL studies are closely related, most 
studies of the acquisit ion of English as a non-native language are in the name 
of ESL, but are inclusive of EFL in their range of observation and application. 
The present thesis, as the topic implies, is focused on TEFL, to be 
specific, the teaching of English in formal instructional classroom settings in 
China. But as a matter of fact, part of the theoretical support of SSM, which 
will be discussed in the following chapters, is drawn from ESL studies.  
1.3.2 Acquisition and Learning 













that ought to be made clear: that between acquisition and learning.   After it 
was first presented by Krashen in 1978, the acquisition/learning (A/L) 
distinction has been frequently quoted in discussions of second language 
learning. By this  distinction, “acquisition” is used to describe second language 
learning which is analogous to the way in which a child acquires his/her first 
language, that is, “naturally” without focus ing on linguistic forms, and 
“learning” refers to conscious language development particularly in formal 
school-like settings (Krashen, 1978, pp.  1-26). Namely, acquisition has been 
associated with the picking up of a language through interaction with its 
speakers in naturalistic circumstances, while learning is more classroom-based. 
Nowadays, many classroom methods try to incorporate a naturalistic 
component in them. On the other hand, “acquisition” in second language 
acquisition (SLA) research can refer to many different learning circumstances 
for the non-naturalis t as well as naturalistic settings. Thus, the A/L distinction 
seems not as clear-cut as it was. It is true that learning as a conscious 
strategy is more frequently used by adult learners than by young learners. But 
all EFL learners will acquire more than they learn if they are exposed to 
sufficient use of the target language that is interesting, relevant and 
comprehensible. Teachers, therefore, should ensure that there are 
opportunities for both language acquisition and learning during the school 
days (Ashworth, 1992,  p.  43). 
1.3.3 Child 
The definition of “child “ is always an “apple of discord” in the fields of 
both education and psychology. Disputes on the age-span of a child are still 
going on. The generally accepted definition of child is from birth to fifteen 
years of age, that is, the completion of the bodily development. However, this 
definition is too general and is of little value if it is related to the cognitive 
development of a child. For a human being, cognitive development is 
reasonably presumed to be far more important than physical development. For 
this reason, the present writer prefers to define “child” with reference to 
cognitive development. 
In The Principles of Genetic Epistemology, Piaget (1971 1996 ) 
described the four-staged cognitive development of a human being as follows:  
(1) Sensorimotor Period (from one’s birth to two years of age), in 
which a child’s behavior is mainly unconscious. Children in this period are 














(2) Preoperational Period (two to six years of age) which sees the 
rapid development of concepts and the representation of the outside world 
with symbols. A child of this period is in possession of some kind of pre -logical 
or semi-logical inference. This period is further divided into two levels. 
Children on the first level (two to four years of age) are capable of the internal 
conceptualization of their activities, but most of their behavior is still 
unconscious. Only on the second level can children make logical inference. 
(3) Concrete Operational Period (six to twelve years of age) which is 
characterized by the rapid development of the child’s ability to solve problems 
by means of logical thinking.  
(4) Formal Operational Period (twelve to fifteen years of age), the 
period of peak development of one’s cognitive structure.  A child fully 
developed in formal operational ability may process the same cognitive 
structure as an adult. 
This profile of children’s cognitive development indicates that before the 
age of four, a child is still incapable of logical thinking. While at the age of 
twelve or above, he or she may have reached the level of adults’ in cognitive 
development. Since learning is a conscious process whereby rules are taught, 
learned and applied, it is not reasonable to include children under four in the 
discussion of SSM. Thus, in this thesis, child is defined as ranging from four to 
twelve years of age. 
1.4 Methodology and Organization of This Study  
In this thesis, four kinds of research methods that have been used in 
the study of SSM.  The first one is literature study.  By reading the vast 
volume of works and articles on psychology, applied linguistics, 
psycholinguistics and some other relevant branches of learning, the writer got 
well acquainted with the popular or once-popular theories on language 
teaching and child development.  The understanding of these theories was of 
great help in understanding and interpreting SSM.  The second method is 
teaching experiments.  The writer has been provided with opportunities to 
teach kindergarten children of EFL with SSM.  Through these teaching 
experiments, some principles of SSM were put into practice and their 
effectiveness was tested.  In the course of experiments, the method of 
observation was also covertly applied.  The observations of the children as 













played an important role in transplanting the theories and methodologies into 
the realities of Chinese EFL children.  Finally, there is the method of interview.  
Before the SSM experimental classes were started and after they were finished, 
some of the parents and teachers were usually interviewed for their opinions 
of the textbooks, the teaching methods, and some other relating topics.  Also, 
the children were interviewed for their feelings of having SSM and their likes 
and dislikes about SSM.   The data obtained from the interviews were very 
valuable to the development and perfection of SSM.     
The thesis is arranged in the order of M (methodology) – S (storytelling) 
– S (sandwich stories).  It starts from Chapter Two with a discussion of the 
methodological development in foreign language teaching and learning (FLTL), 
and moves on to a discussion in Chapter Three of the characteristics of child 
EFL learners  as well as the characteristics of TEFL to children. Then comes 
Chapter Four, which gives a justification for storytelling as a powerful 
pedagogical tool in child EFL classroom s.  Chapter Five deals with the 
rationale behind SSM, while Chapter Six is devoted to a brief description of the 
procedures of SSM in teaching EFL to children.  Finally, Chapter Seven 















A Review of Selected Literature 
 
All teaching methods are rooted in particular contexts and every method 
has its own theoretical and empirical foundation. SSM is no exception.  The 
first step in the stairs leading up to SSM is thought to be formed on the basis 
of various schools of theories and practice of FLTL in general.  In this chapter, 
the writer intends to trace the development of FLTL as a field of study and 
then go on to single out from the vast number of trends and schools those that 
are thought to be most relevant and contributive to SSM.  And at the end of 
the chapter, some findings that are common to most theories are summarized.  
These findings will be used SSM in the ensuing chapters as criterion against 
which to evaluate the effectiveness of SSM. 
2.1  The General Course of FLTL Development 
In the long history of FLTL development, there is no shortage of theories 
explaining how a foreign language is learned and methods or approaches 
advertized to be the most effective. Although some of them have become 
out-of-date, their ideas remain, to some degree, influential to the foreign 
language teaching practice at present. On the other hand, FLTL is not an 
isolated study from the very beginning. It always received impact from other 
fields of study, especially psycholinguistics, which focuses on the 
understanding, producing and remembering as well as acquiring of language 
(Lam, 1998, p.128). Taking the significant influence from psycholinguistics 
into account, Lam identified four periods of FLTL development characterized 
by the following features: 
(1) Emphasis on the nature of language rather than on the nature of 
language learning (till 1930s). Instead of “ How a foreign language should be 
learned,” the question of “ What should be learned” is more frequently 
discussed. The emphasis on written form resulted in Grammar-Translation 













Degree papers are in the “Xiamen University Electronic Theses and Dissertations Database”. Full
texts are available in the following ways: 
1. If your library is a CALIS member libraries, please log on http://etd.calis.edu.cn/ and submit
requests online, or consult the interlibrary loan department in your library. 
2. For users of non-CALIS member libraries, please mail to etd@xmu.edu.cn for delivery details.
厦
门
大
学
博
硕
士
论
文
摘
要
库
